Reaction time to detect a phoneme target in a sentence was found to be faster when the word in which the target occurred formed part of the semantic focus of the sentence. Focus was determined by asking a question before the sentence; that part of the sentence which comprised the answer to the sentence was assumed to be focussed. This procedure made it possible to vary position offocus within the sentence while holding all acoustic aspects of the sentence itself constant. It is argued that sentence understanding is facilitated by rapid identification of focussed information. Since focussed words are usually accented, it is further argued that the active search for accented words demonstrated in previous research should be interpreted as a search for seman tic focus.
The meanings of individual words and the combinatorial information provided by syntax do not always constitute the entire meaning of a sentence. The relationship of a sentence to its context is indicated, for example, by the focus structure of the sentence, where the focus is that information which is new and unrecoverable from preceding discourse. Speakers commonly indicate focus by assigning primary sentence accent to focussed words. Thus the new information in (1) is that it was the man on the corner, not some other man, who wore the blue hat, whereas in (2) the new information is that the hat was blue and not some other color:
(1)
The man on the CORNER was wearing the blue hat. (2) The man on the corner was wearing the BLUE hat.
Although accenting a word is the most usual way of expressing focus, various syntactic devices can produce the same effect, for instance the topicalisation of "blue" in (3) 
